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Field Crops Newsletter

November 24, 1999

In General:
By the time you read this, Thanksgiving 1999 will be history. All the turkey will be gone
except for the leftovers you will see for the next few days. Many of you will be hunting or busy
with other off-season pursuits. This is as it should be because 1999 was a year none of us will
soon forget.
Crops:

I want to stray from my normal path in this edition and cover some things that have
crossed my mind lately. Relative to most of you folks, I have it easy, not having to worry a great
deal about where my next paycheck is coming from. Unlike most Extension workers, however, I
have been in your shoes. There are several of us with Extension who have farmed at one time or
another, and our reasons for not still being in the business are as diverse as we are personally.
The atmosphere surrounding agriculture today seems very strange to me. In an era when
we probably have the best technology the world has to offer we can’t seem to stay sound
financially because of forces beyond our control. We spend our time with the problems of crop
production as farmers have throughout history, but this is not enough to meet the challenges of
our time.
One of my closest farmer friends commented to me the other day that if he heard another
Extension agent tell him that he had to cut costs again he might throw rocks at the guy. I know
this fellow well enough to know this was only a figure of speech, but I do understand where he is
coming from in saying this. Just how much farther can we go in cost cutting and stay in the
business of farming?
We are living in one of the most affluent times our country has seen, but agriculture is not
sharing the benefit of this boom, at least not at the farm level. Let’s look at a few of the more
apparent factors connected with this.
•

“Freedom to Farm”; my doesn’t that sound grand. In many ways it has been good in that it
allows farmers to plant the crops as they see fit in the management of the land. Rather than
not being able to rotate crops because of restrictions, you are finally able to farm the way our
grandfathers knew was right. Yields that have resulted from this improved management have
shown these methods to be correct, but the dark side of the program has removed your ability
to compete in world markets by reducing the deficiency payments that kept you profitable.
The second payment you received recently was in exception to the rule, and evidence that at
least some people have seen through the smoke screen.

•

NAFTA is another part of this story. Justified as being a means to avoid “isolationism”, this
thing has allowed an overflow of foreign goods to enter the US; goods which are produced

under conditions not allowed in this country. The result is evident on every store shelf,
while you continue to slog through bureaucratic red tape.
•

The cost of farm production inputs continues to escalate while prices decline. And why not?
Farmers continue to buy at these prices even though financial ruin is only one bad crop away.
I recently went through file copies of cotton production budgets prepared by agricultural
economists at MSU, and found that the cost estimate for a pound of planting seed has
increased from around 25 cents per pound in the early seventies to over $1.05 in 1999.
Simple arithmetic will tell you that’s a 400 percent increase in less than 30 years. And, oh
yes, this does not include “technology fees”. It’s also very interesting to note that during that
same period, the price you receive for the crop has not been consistently higher. Similar
scenarios can be shown for other crops as well, although I don’t believe they are as shocking
as the one for cotton.

For several years, I have advocated reduction of tillage as a way of reducing costs,
while at the same time producing good yields, but after watching the way profits you make are
somehow siphoned off, I have become cynical. Let’s just say you do all these things, and you
actually reduce your cost; you may be able to enjoy a year or two of relative prosperity, and
maybe pay down some debt. However, just as soon as your new success becomes apparent,
innovative new ways of extracting it from you will likely be devised.
After all that you probably expect that I might offer some answer to the problem, and I
have tried. I actually wrote three different paragraphs to fit here, but after reading them the next
day I deleted all of them because I know that the answers have to come from you, not people like
me.
God bless all of you. Have a safe and happy Christmas and have faith that Y2K will be
just another day.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

